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In March of 1864. Wllharn T. Sherman assumed command of the Umon forces 

flgh&g m the western theater of operauons. Up to that point, his mktary record was mixed, 

n~th a number of lmuted successes at Fu-st Manassas, Shlloh and Vicksburg as me11 as 

snngl,ng failures at Chlckasaw Bluffs and -Mlsslonary Ridge. Yet. lachng any better candidate, 

Grant called on the tall, peripatetic Sherman to continue operations m the west while he 

assumed command of Umon operations 111 the east. 

For the next 10 months. Sherman wrote a new chapter m the hlsrory of warfare. He 

brougpt a war of terror to the people and the mtenor of the confederacy V&fled In the south, 

horrqed In the north, Sherman waged a campaign argamst Atlanta, Savannah and the 

Carolmas that msplres controversy to this day. Decried as brutal and VLCIOUS, his nulltary 

operations invited condemnanon along the hnes of John Bell Hood, who exclalmed that 

Sherm’an *- . transcends. m studious and mgemous cruelty, all acts ever before brought to my 

attention m the dark hlstory of war -. (Marsalek. p 285). 

’ To his cntlcs. Sherman was little more than a war cnnunal, whose excesses deserve 

condertinauon rather than study HIS operational style of fighting outslde of the norms of 

accepted \\arfare should be denounced for Its \ lolence and brutahty To his supporters. 

Shermgn 1~ as nothln g less th,.m a “fightmp prophet” LenIs. tItleI L’nderstandmg the true 

ndrule of \I arfare In the -9th century. he \XJC the fxr\t amenc~n practlnoner of “modem” \\aar 

a method \\ hlch puyqed be) ond the comentlon of oppo~m 2 Ltrmles meetmg on open fields for 

declhn e bctttle\ Sherman took L\dr from the bsttlefield to the factory. from the \oldler to the 
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The purpose ot thus paper I\ to ds\e\\ the key elements of Sherman s operanon\ m 

18641865 against the Clausewrtuan rdeology of the paradoxrcal mnlry Should Sherman face 

reproach for fighting “outside the box”. for expanding the scale and scope of 19th century 

warfare! Or, should he be carefully studred for fiphtmg a war = hrch *‘ rather closely 

approached its true character” I,Cldocewrtz. p 573) On reflection. one 1s led to the 

conclusron that Sherman rllustrates a style of Hafare dpproachmg the Clausewrtzian Ideal of 

“UX m pracuce”, M arfare which mamtams d delicate harmony among the three tendencies of 

the u/nny, ** hke an oblect suspended between three magnets-’ (Clauseuitz, p. 89). 

The Suateov of Sherman 

To understand Shennan’s warfightmg style, one must review his operatronal strategy. 

B> 1863, both the Gettysburg and Vrcksburg campargns were over. and the mevnable 

strangulanon of the South had begun. The confederacy. no longer able to mount an 

operanonal offensrve. was holding at the edges of the “Old South”, intent on frghtmg a 

protracted defensrlc camparpn Focused on the destrucnon of Lee s army m the east. Grant 

had mstructed Sherman to “move agamst Johnston’s amy (m the Lvest). break it up. and get 

mto the mtertor ds f&- cls you can. mflicnng all the damage jou can agdinst then war 

resources” Most generals of that tnne would interpret that as a force-onented mrssion. 

centered on the defeat of Johnston’s army m a declrrve battle or a prolonged serves of 

engagements 4s pdrt of that operdtron. key railroad hnes, supply depots and armones \\oouid 

be ceitro>ed to fulfill the latter pJrt of the mr\ston. but only d\ d corollq to the defedt of 

In\redd. Sherman droie through the hecin of the confederdc). armed at AtldntJ. 



. 
Kinmnltt. \I. T 3 

Sdvrtnnah. and then through the Cdrolmcls, executmg J campdig chadcterrzed by maneuver, 

destruction. foragmg and sublugauon of the civilian population It mas a scorched earth 

campaign executed with mrhtary precision. clear oblectives and boundless enthusiasm by 

Wllham Sherman. a campaign he visuahzed even before the outbreak of war. It was a 

campaign LX hrch clearly harmonized the paradoxical mnity of the people. the government dnd 

the drm) 

Sherman and the People 

To Clause\\itz. the first dominant tendency of war IS “.. primordial violence, hatred 

and enrmty. m hlch.. mainly concerns the people (Clausewitz, p 89: One of the underlying 

themes of Clausev\itz’s is that m the era pnor to Sapolean u ar had “ ceased to be m harmony 

mith the spmt of the tames” (Clausewitz, p- 550). It was not until the French revolution that 

Uaar .’ .agam became the concern of the people as a whole, took on an entirely different 

character. or rather closely approached its true character. its absolute perfectron” (Clausewnz. 

p 542’1 

Sherman’s brilliance as a strateprst IS best understood m thrs respect. Since his days in 

the south as commandant of the Lotuslana Seminary of Learnmg and Xlllitary Xcademy. he 

understood and railed against the proponents of secessron. Comprehending that secesston 

would resuh m GIL 11 n dr. he was mo\ ed by R hat form \uch a war would take. It moould not 

be the sterrle. romantrc \ldrs of opposmg anues clashing 111 open fields It would be 

a folly. mddne\\. d crme dsdni\t clvillzdtlon. . \Var is d terrrble thing. I know JOU Jre 
bra\e fighting people. but for e\ery ddy of actual fighting, there dre months of mtichmg, 
e\po\ure And \uffermg .At be\t wdr i\ d frightful lo\s of hfe and property dnd worse 41 I?; 
the demorAz~tion of the people. Be\tdes u here are your men dnd Jpphances of u ar to 
contend dgn\t them You dre bound to fcltl” ,BLtrrett. p IO: 



Thts prophetrc letter, dated web before the outbreak of war, IS remarkdble for Its 

foresight and prescience Wrnten during peacetime by an officer wrthout a day of corn& 

expenence, it also mdrcates how Sherman intended to wage war as an Independent 

commander Four years later. Sherman was grven the opportunity HIS philosophy for wa 

the campargn 1s best summed up in hrs response to Grant, statmg ** we cannot change th4 

hearts of the people u-r the South :but) we can make war so terrrble that they will realize 

funlrry), however brave and gallant and devoted to therr country” {McDonough, p. 1). 

Many would cntrcrze Sherman’s decrsron to take war to the southern populatron, 

generally considered non-combatants m this era However, Sherman’s strategy clearly 

/ delineated a campaign of phvsrcal destructron against the rnfrastructure of the south, but on1 

a psvchologrcal campar,an against the population. Mark Coburn, m Terrible Innocence- 

/ General Sherman at War, believes that Sherman set out three goals for the psychologrcal 

campaign: To show the south Its helplessness, to tempt confederate soldiers to desert. and to 

1 undermrne the ~111 of the south to resist (Coburn, pp 13 I- 133j. He believed that -hrs plan of 

/ action u ould not only demorahze noncombatants. but also soldiers in uniform The arnues rn 
/ 

I the frelc could be drsheartened by attacks on the southern lands as easily as defeats on the 

) battlefield (Bartlett. p. 17’. While Sherman’s troops were accused of wanton destructron and 
I 
) brutality. m fact then conduct against the populatron was no better or worse than Union 

( forces fighting m the east. The legends and hatred w hlch extst to thr\ day may m fact. be 

I/ xoof posm\e of the LX lrdom of Shermdn’s strategy 

Recogmzmg the pa\sron and prrmordral emotrons thdr dre dt the heart of c1v11 wars. 

; Sherman focused hi\ cdrnpargn +.irn\t the people w tth d pdrtxuldr \kril unique to Xmerrc.rn 
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(Teneidls Lnhke his peers. Shermdn recognized thdt the CIVII War was not simply a wx = 

between opposing governments nor opposmg ~mles, but a war between opposmg Ideologres, 

and those ldeologles were held firmly In the mmds of the entxe Southern population. He 

recognized. as CIau.uwltz foretold. that ‘* the alms a belligerent adopts. and the resources he 

employs. must... conform to the spirit of the age and to its general character” (Clausewltz. p. 

591: In takmg the war to the land and the civlhans of the south, Sherman deduced that “ .he 

could make war so terrible that Southerners would exhaust all peaceful remedies before 

commencmg another confhct. While “ (they) cannot be made to love us, (they) can be made 

to feds us and dread the passage of troops through therr country”” (Barrett. p 15) 

Sherman and the Government 

The second dorrunant tendency of war Identified by Clausewltz 1s its “.-element of 

subordmation, as an instrument of pohcy, which makes it subject to reason alone” 

(Clausemltz, p 89’1. Sherman, m his tm-nng of the fall of Atlanta and the subsequent march 

through the south. clearly understood that this v, ar was not “das Dmg an sich ( ‘a thmg unto 

Itself’) q,Brodle m Clausewltz, p. 613‘1, but merely the means by m hlch the nation would 

achieve the end of reunrflcatlon. Having failed to maintain the umon by measures other than 

war. Sherman understood that the only remammg method left to reforge the urnon was m the 

Lruclble of war 

R’hlle not cl pohncal general” m the \ense of unmented JdLdncement. Sherman had 

\igrnflcdnt polm~~il reldtlon\hlps GroLx1r-y up as the ward of d UnIted States Senator. brother 

of J congrehvndn dnd hlm\elf. b> d\>ocldtlon. d member of the pohwdl elite Sherman’s 

d~tlon\ dnd effort\ throughout the Cl\ 11 Wdr becpeJk dn under\wndmg of the \\.u- ,I\ mereI> 



dn mstrument towdrds the pohcy of leunrfic&on. His abrlny to mamtdm a focu\ on the 

ultimate politic&l objective-- Clausewnz’s tendency towards reason In the conduct of war-- 

was a quality shared among few Crvrl War generals. 

Two examples rllusuate Sherman’s understanding of the mteractron between polmcs 

and war The fist was hrs Lapparently) conuadrctory habn of threatening violent battles but 

offellng generous peace. For a general often vrlrfied In history as brutal and v~clous In the 

con d uct of war. Sherman was remarkably generous m victory, more so m acquiescence. firs 

famous letter to John Bell Hood demonstrates this tendency. 

On taking Atlanta. Sherman proposed expelling all mhabrtants from the city m order to 

turn the envrrons Into an armed supply base. In his reply, John Bell Hood responded that 

‘I the unprecedented measure you propose transcends, m studied and ingenious cruelty, all 

acts ever before brought to my attentron m the dark history of war” Coburn. p. 128) 

Sherman, in hrs typrcal “war or peace on my terms” dralectrc responded, 

“You cannot qualify war m harsher terms than I will. those who brought war . 
deserve all of the curses and maledrctrons a people can pour out. Once ~,you) adnut the Umon, 
once more acknowledge the authorrty of the natIona government.. I and this Army become at 
once your protectors and supporter. . Then I WIN share with you the last cracker. and watch 
with you to shield your homes and famrlres” (Coburn. p 139) 

In this letter and many more hke It. Sherman reveals his broad understanding of war 

as an mstrument of poIic> More than any other general of his time. Sherman aggressively 

and repeatedly lmked hrs operanons to the object of reumficatron. The fall of -Atlanta and the 

electIon of 1864 ?ro\ rde a becond. Jnd pdraculdrly telhng exdmpIe of this trait 

B_\r 1864. northern xupport for the war was wanmg General George ZlcCleIl~n hJd 

accepted the Democrctnc nornm~tlon. running on dn end the wclr” platform To the 
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Democrats. the mar was .I fatlure dnd the South should be allowed to \ecede Lincoln’\ 

P Repdbhcan platform offered Me but more war, as the 1863 vrctones at Gettysburg and 

Vrcksburg were not folloaed by a rapid collapse of the South Grant’s army rn the east was 

mrred m srege Ltarfare agarnst Petersburg dnd Rrchmond, while Sherman’s forces were 

fighting Joe Johnston’s bnllrant retreat to ,4tlanta Sherman clearly saw the danger of d 

Democratrc x rctory. and hrs press on Atlanta served not only the rmlrtary obJective of the key 

Georgia ra&+ays, but the political ObJectrve of a Lmcoln reelection and contmued prosecutron 

of the war In Sherman’s words. 

“Success to our arms at that Instant was therefore a polrhcal necessity; and rt was all- 
rmportant that somethm, 0 startlmg m our Interest should occur before the election rn 
November The brilliant success at Atlanta filled that requrrement, and made the electron of 
-Mr. Lmcoln certain” (Sherman, p 110). 

In his conduct of rmlrtary operatrons and the hrstoncal record of his written 

P correspondence, Sherman demonstrates his clear understanding of lmkrng mrlrtary operanons 

to the polxy objectives for which the natron went to nar. Lrke Clausewru, Sherman 

understood that Polrcy IS the gurdrng mtelhgence and war only the rnstrument, not \rce 

Lersa. . (the uar) must necessarily bear the character of pohcy and measure by its standards” 

(Clausewrtz, p 6 IO, - 

Sherman and the Armv 

The third dominant tendency of Clause\\rtz’s trmny 1s ‘. the play of chance and 

probdbrhty LX nhm LX hrch the creative spirit IS free to roam (LX hrch) depends on the parttculilr 

LhdrdLter of the Lommxrder and the ctrmy . (Clduse\x m. p SC), To this corner of the trtnny. 

Wlllla/n Sherrnm bring\ the ftrlt tn\t,uxe of modern operattonal mmeuler to 4mencm 

mtlrt+ hthtor) through htr “!March to the Seal” dnd \ub\equent operatrons In the Cxolmab 
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Wrllrdm Shermdn was anything but a mihtary genius. By his own admrssron, he was .I 

*dF‘ poor commander. In comparing himself to Grant, Sherman stated, 

“I am more nervous than he is I am more likely to change my orders than he x.-he 
issues such mformatlon as he has according to his best Judgment: he issues his orders and 
does his level best to carry them out without much reference to what is going on about him 
and. so far, experience seems to have fully Justified him” (Glatthaar. p. 139). 

Tactrcally. Sherman’s record blemished by srgnlficant failures and marginal vrctorres 

on the battlefields. However, what Sherman did with his army IS unlike any other general in 

the Civil War-- marchmg them through the mtenor of the confederacy, north to the Carolinas 

and in the process achieving operational success by avording decrsrve battle, maneuvering and 

destroying of the enemy’s capability to wage war. In doing so, Sherman massed the poor 

tactxal acumen of his largely volunteer and conscripted army against the center of gravity of 

the South-- the capability and will to prosecute the war. 

There exists srgmficant controversy as to the author of this strategy. -Most give credit 

to Grant, m his well-known order to Sherman to .‘.. move agarnst Johnston’s army, to break it 

up. and to get mto the mterror of the enemy’s country as far as you can, mfhcnng all the 

damage you can against therr war resources” j,Glatthaar, p 156: However. Grant’s method of 

warfare up to that pomt. and for the rest of the war. indicates that the focus of his order was - 

on the first requlrement-- to defeat Joe Johnston’s army. Grant typically sought battle against 

his opponent’s forces. seemg the defeat of the forces as a condmon for success Sherman. b> 

contra&. saw the enemy a\ merely a cordon protectm g the south. Behmd the cordon-- the 

Iand dnd the ~1~th~ir-1~ -- w as the true ObJeLtiLe of S hermdn. 

The mterror of the \outh was dn obJectr\e best sutted for the “Bummers” of Wrlham 

T Sherman Perhaps d beIf-fulftlhng prophecy. Sherman loathed the tndrxxplme dnd 
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mLompetenCe of mrlma 2nd volunteers He refused to return to the army m 1861 unless gilen 

command of regulars. By 1861, the regulars m his force were a distinct mmonty. However, 

his appreciation for the frghtmg spmt of the confederate soldiers had not abated For 

Sherman, this was an army best suited for maneuver. for destruction of the southern 

mfrastructure. not for battle. The prolonged war atmted the few shlls the army possessed m 

1 S6 l- 1862. For the army m the west. 

“If Its morale was bad, the marching was good, and that satisfied Sherman. If he did 
not teach his soldiers how to fight, he gave them the mobility which the execution of his 
strategic design required of them...Success Justrfies all means, and thus Sherman became a 
great general..wrthout having ever won a battle” (Shanks, p 35). 

The second conditron for successful maneuver was to free his army from the sinews of 

war-- his logistics base. Unprecedented m mtlrtary history, the typical reaction declared 

“If Sherman has really left his army in the air....he has either done one of the most 
bnll\ant or one of the most foolish thmgs ever performed by a military leader-.-the plan on 
which he acts must really place him among the great Generals or the very little ones...(it is 
certain to result) m the most tremendous disaster that ever befell an armed host (or) the \ery 
cons~mmatron of the success of sublime audacity” (Lewis, p 357) 

The resultmg success of his march to the sea and through the Carolinas 1s due to a 

great deal upon good fortune, -. chance and probability within which the creative spmt IS free 

to roam” (Clausewrtz. p- S9). But it 1s also mdrcatrve of Sherman’s understanding of the 

nature and capability of his army, and the context m w hrch they fought While one would be 

hard-pressed to frt Sherman into the realm of Clauwwltzlan mMary genius. rt IS difficult to 

nndglne the o?er,.nronJ >uLcess of this army Lvlthout the inner hght or coup d’oerl of Wrlham 

Sherman 

n 
f= 
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The paradoxrcal trnnty of Clausewrtz speaks volumes to the nature, purpose and 

conduct of warfare Through this pedagogue, war IS reduced from absolute, untrammeled 

violence to a “true chameleon that slightly adapts its characteristrcs to the given case” 

(Clausewitz. p. 89’ . More rmportant. the mruty of the people, the government and the army 

sene as points of attractron from which real WLU suspends tn balance, adoptmg the timely 

quahues of each to deterrmne its parncular charactenstrcs. 

WrMu-n T. Sherman, and the milmuy operations of his army rn the western theater of 

operatrons rn 1861- 1865, serves as an example of war suspended in the atuaction of the 

Clausewrtz’s three magnets. Unlike his contemporaries, who attempted to wage war as “a 

thing unto itself’, Wrllram Sherman’s operations clearly harmonized the polrtical objectrves of 

reumfrcanon, exploited the passions of the southern belligerents and leveraged the strengths of 

p” a huge L olunteer army to create a style of warfare unique to the battlefields of 1860-l 865. It 

was an operanonal style which serves not only as an rllusuatron of Clausewrtz’s eccentnc 

“mnrty ” of war n-t pracace but also as a precursor to the “modern” wars of the 20th centuc 

For these reasons. Wrlham T. Sherman and the campaigns of 1861- 1865 remam relevant 

topics of study and understandmg for the strategrsts of the next mrllenmum 
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